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Presentation Outline 
!  1. Introduction 
◦  Aims of the project. 
◦  Background information on ethnobotany, folk taxonomy 
and the Lisu people and culture. 
!  2. Data collection 
◦  Description of where and how data was collected. 
!  3. Data management 
◦  Explores the methods used to manage the plant data 
collected and its analysis. 
!  4. Project outcomes 
!  5. Conclusions 
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1.1 Introduction: Aims of Project 
!  Data collection: To collect plant names and uses in 
Lisu, take specimens to be identified for their 
scientific species. 
!  Data analysis: To identify the folk taxonomy used in 
Lisu plant naming (see Berlin 1992) and also to find 
similar semantic groupings from the translated names. 
!  Data use: To conserve Lisu plant knowledge that is 
not getting passed down to younger generations in 
Thailand and provide a resource by returning the 
information back to communities and, potentially, 
archiving the material online. 
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1.2 Introduction: What is Ethnobotany? 
!  Harshberger 1896 – ‘use of plants by aboriginal peoples’ 
!  Usually focuses on traditional plant knowledge 
!  “Ethnobotany is considered to encompass all studies which 
concern the mutual relationships between plants and 
traditional peoples.” Cotton, 1996 
!  Various possible directions of study:  
◦  Searching for economically viable plants and medicines 
◦  Investigating folk knowledge and culture 
◦  Documenting traditional medicinal plant knowledge 
◦  Folk taxonomies… 
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1.3 Introduction: What is a Taxonomy? 
!  Example of scientific taxonomy: 
◦  E.g. Sunflower (Helianthus annuus) 
Kingdom: Plantae 
Phylum/Division: Magnoliophyta 
Class: Magnoliopsida 
Order: Asterales 
Family: Asteraceae 
Genus: 
Helianthus 
Species: 
annuus 
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"A sunflower". Licensed under Public Domain via 
Wikimedia Commons - http://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:A_sunflower.jpg#mediaviewer/
File:A_sunflower.jpg 
1.4 Introduction: Folk Taxonomic Hierarchy 
      from Brent Berlin (1992) 
Unique Beginner 
Life Form 
Intermediate 
Generic 
Specific 
Varietal 
Plant kingdom 
 Tree/vine/grass etc. 
Covert/hidden categories, 
possibly unnamed 
Most commonly known and 
used name e.g. corn 
 
E.g. black corn, red corn, 
ancient corn 
 
E.g. black ancient corn, red 
ancient corn 
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1.5 Introduction: Lisu People & Language 
!  Tonal language: Tibeto-Burman, Burmic branch, Ngwi 
group 
 
!  3 main (somewhat)  
   mutually intelligible dialects:  
◦  Southern, Central, Northern 
!  2 main scripts in use:  
◦  Fraser script (used here) 
◦  Chinese script based on pinyin 
!  More than 1 million speakers 
◦  Some are literate in a Lisu script  
   but many are not. 
!  Traditional oral plant knowledge at risk of being lost. 
China 
61% 
Myanmar 
35% 
Thailand 
4% 
India 
0% 
LISU SPEAKERS BY COUNTRY 
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2.1 Data Collection: Field Sites 
Doi Lan 
Khun Khong 
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2.2 Data Collection: Field site 1, Doi Lan 
9 
2.3 Data Collection: Field site 1, Doi Lan 
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2.4 Data Collection: Field site 2, Khun Khong 
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2.5 Data Collection: Field site 2, Khun Khong 
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2.6 Data Collection: Equipment 
        Zoom H1 
audio recorder 
GPS  
Plant press Camera with 
good macro 
and video 
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Umbrella? 
2.7 Data Collection - Methodology 
!  Informal walks around the villages 
!  Recorded Lisu plant names and uses 
!  Took notes on all information (including botanical)  
!  Took photographs 
!  Pressed and dried samples of the specimens 
!  Recorded GPS co-ordinates 
And later: 
!  Used dried plant samples and plant photos 
already collected with villagers to do plant sorting 
activities to find folk taxonomic categories  
!  e.g. ‘What kind of plant is this?’ for life form categories. 
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2.8 Data Collection: Plant Sorting 
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2.9 Data Collection: Challenges 
!  Methodological – difficult to do all things at once in 
the field to obtain good quality: 
◦  Hand written notes on location, appearance, uses etc. 
◦  Sound recordings of plant name and use while walking 
around the fields/forest (had to re-do some later) 
◦  3 specimen samples for each plant to be put in plant press 
◦  Photos of each plant – in situ and close-ups 
◦  Video – one task too many 
!  Translation issues: 
◦  Translators’ limited knowledge of English 
◦  Very limited opportunities to learn more than basic Lisu 
◦  Some knowledge of Thai but some Lisu speakers can’t 
speak Thai 
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3.1 Data Management: Plant Specimens 
!  308 voucher specimens (most including 2 
duplicates) collected and dried: 
 
◦  Collected at the same time as the recorded plant 
names and uses. 
◦  Currently being prepared to be absorbed into LTU 
herbarium. 
◦  Duplicate set left with Chiang Mai University. 
◦  Labels to be made using the information from 
master spreadsheet. 
◦  Hopeful of being able to digitise collection once 
mounting and labelling is complete. 
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3.2 Data Management: Example 
Scientific name: Millettia pachycarpa Bth. 
English 
name:  
‘Tuba root’ 
‘fish die vine’ 
18 Photos courtesy of Prateep Panyadee.  
3.3 Data Management: Master Spreadsheet 
!  Collection details 
!  Plant use information 
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!  Linguistic information 
!  Botanical information 
 
 
 
 
3.4 Data Management: Master Spreadsheet 
20 
3.5 Data Management: 
Recap of Folk Taxonomy Hierarchy 
Unique Beginner 
Life Form 
Intermediate 
Generic 
Plant kingdom (there isn’t 
actually a universally used word 
for this in Lisu) 
 Tree/vine/grass etc. 
Covert/hidden categories, 
possibly unnamed 
Most commonly known and 
used name = the Lisu name 
we saw of  
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3.6 Data Management: Sorting Spreadsheets 
!  ‘Folk category’ sorting spreadsheet 
◦  Table shows data for life form as given by participants: tree, 
vine, weed etc. 
◦  More sheets with further information from plant sorting 
activities – searching for ‘intermediate’/unnamed categories 
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3.7 Data Management: Sorting Spreadsheets 
!  Semantic sorting spreadsheet 
◦  Lists Lisu plant names, uses and translated name meanings.  
◦  Aim is to categorise plant name metaphors and metonymy 
according to similarities (based on Turpin 2013). 
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3.8 Data Management: Sorting Spreadsheets 
!  Semantic Sorting Categories: 
◦  Property of the plant e.g. taste, appearance 
◦  Human use/effect on a human 
◦  Human use with respect to an animal 
◦  Animal use/effect on an animal 
◦  Human body part metaphor 
◦  Animal body part metaphor (many of these!) 
◦  Family relationship/clan name 
◦  Inanimate object metaphor 
◦  Refers to a sound 
◦  Refers to a myth 
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3.9 Data Management:  
Translation & Transcription 
!  Plant stories and categorisation discussions have 
been translated and some have transcribed for the 
purpose of returning information to the 
community. 
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4.1 Project Outcomes 
!  Investigation of folk botanical categories 
in Lisu has found that some categories do 
correspond with Brent Berlin’s (1992) 
taxonomy while some do not.  
◦  Important for typological, cross-cultural comparisons. 
  
!  Semantic categorisation of the names has 
been done, where the plant names have been 
found to include a significant focus on animal 
body part metaphors, practical uses and a plant’s 
effect on animals or humans. 
!  Collected information can now be 
collated and will be made available for the 
communites to use – work in progress. 
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4.2 Project Outcomes: Future 
!  Potential for botanically oriented investigation 
◦  The data provides enough information to investigate some 
botanically oriented research questions in addition to the 
linguistic ones. 
!  Archiving 
◦  All parts of the data would need to be collated for each 
individual plant/text and uploaded to an appropriate 
archive. 
 
!  Returning to community 
◦  New recordings and translations have been made to 
facilitate this in early 2015. 
◦  Return in a book/cd/dvd… or an app? 
 
!  Resource materials 
◦  Potential for use as a language/plant knowledge resource 
for Lisu communities. 27 
5. Conclusions 
!  Lots of data collected even in a relatively 
small-scale project. 
!  A team, rather than an individual, would be 
helpful to get really good quality information 
in all regards, especially to be able to add in 
video recording consistently. 
!  There remains many further possibilities for 
the use of the data collected in this project. 
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